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More than seven years after the Asociacion Mutual Israelita Argentina (AMIA) headquarters in
Buenos Aires was destroyed by a car bomb, killing 85 people, the trial of 20 defendants accused of
being the "local connection" has begun. The trial is expected to last between seven and 10 months.
The three-judge panel hearing this phase of the trial, taking place under fortified security, are
Miguel Pons, Gerardo Larrambebere, and Guillermo Gordo. While the 20 defendants, who include
five former police officers and a car thief, are accused of involvement in the case, no one has yet
been charged with the actual bombing. The five principal defendants, considered "necessary
participants," are Carlos Alberto Telleldin, a civilian, and Juan Jose Ribelli, Raul Ibarra, Anastasio
Lean, and Mario Bareiro, former members of the Buenos Aires provincial police. They are accused of
turning a van into a car bomb and giving it to the person who drove it to the building. The other 15
defendants are accused of less direct involvement in the attack.

Argentina's worst terrorist attack
On the morning of July 18, 1994, the car bomb destroyed in seconds the entire AMIA building, a
social and cultural center founded in 1894 by the Argentine Jewish community. With about 300,000
members, it is the second-largest Jewish community in the Americas after the US. Besides the 85
deaths, 300 people were injured in the attack. Federal Judge Juan Jose Galeano, in charge of the case,
said 300 kg of explosives had been placed in a Renault van used in the attack. Sifting through the
rubble, investigators found the van's engine outside the center. The identification of the motor led
the police to mechanic Carlos Telleldin. After his detention, he said that he had installed the engine
at the request of Buenos Aires police agents.
The AMIA bombing was not the first against Argentina's Jewish population. In 1992, another car
bomb destroyed the Israeli Embassy, killing 22 people and injuring 350. That case has never been
solved. Last July 18, about 5,000 people observed the seventh anniversary of the AMIA bombing,
and community leaders denounced what they called a lack of justice in Argentina's deadliest terror
attack in history.
The families of AMIA victims as well as Argentine Jewish leaders have criticized the administrations
of former President Carlos Saul Menem (1989-1999) and President Fernando de la Rua for what they
consider a lack of political will to push the investigation to find those behind the bombing. "Seven
years have passed without justice, without answers, and death will continue to triumph over our
lives as long as the criminals remain free," said Hugo Ostrower, AMIA president.

Trial puts Argentine judicial system in spotlight
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Law enforcement authorities say the trial is a key step in finding out who planned the attack. Public
prosecutor Jose Barbaccia said that during the trial they will attempt "to end the structures of
silence and complicity erected among the accused." While the trial of those providing the "local
connection" to the bombing proceeds, Judge Galeano will continue his investigation to find the
material and intellectual authors. Investigators allege the attack was planned and financed by
extremist groups in Syria or Iran.
Tehran has emphatically denied any involvement in the bombing. Judge Galeano recently formally
requested assistance from Chilean authorities to determine whether anyone from the Iranian
Embassy in Santiago was involved in the bombing.
On Sept. 12, Carlos Meneses, prosecutor for the Corte Suprema in Santiago, recommended that
the court accept the Argentine petition, and on Sept. 26, the court approved Galeano's request.
Galeano asked for the names of diplomats who worked in the Iranian Embassy between 1992 and
1994. He also requested any information that Chilean intelligence services have about the actions
of those diplomats in Chile or outside the country and a listing of all telephone calls made from
the embassy, especially any to Argentina, between 1992 and 1994. Galeano also wants Chile to
provide any information it has about a trip to Buenos Aires by Hamed Reza Hosseini, then Iran's
ambassador in Chile.
The Iranian ambassador was in Buenos Aires three days before the attack on AMIA, which Galeano
said was "at least suspicious." Families of victims skeptical of process The Sept. 11 terrorist attacks
in the US have increased international interest in the AMIA trial. The trial has also raised legal,
political, and social expectations in Argentina. For the government and the judicial system, it offers
an opportunity to counter accusations that the state has been indifferent to anti-Semitic attacks
and show that it has the ability to investigate and punish perpetrators of such crimes. "The trial's
importance in Argentine history is second only to the 1985 trials of military officers" convicted of
human rights violations committed during the 1976-1983 military dictatorship, said Fernando Cazon,
a Justice Ministry spokesman. But Diana Malamud, widow of an architect who died in the AMIA
tragedy, is skeptical that justice will be served.
A member of Memoria Activa, a group of victims' families, she said the trial is an attempt to close
the book on a matter that was covered up by politicians, lawmakers, and legal authorities. "For
many, this trial should have been an epilogue, but for the families it is barely the beginning of an
investigation in which there were serious incidents of concealment by politicians and by judicial and
police officials," Malamud said.
More than a year ago, Memoria Activa took the case to the Inter-American Court on Human Rights
(IACHR), accusing the Argentine government of failing to prevent the attack, of ineffectiveness in its
judicial investigations, and of failing to mete out justice in the seven years since the attack. IACHR
president Claudio Grossman of Chile was present for the opening of the trial and said he would
return periodically to follow progress in the proceedings.
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